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Abstract 
The forensic accounting services industry in Australia is experiencing a significant growth trajectory. 
Financial fraud investigation, expert witness services, litigation/dispute resolution, and family and 
business advisory services are increasingly in demand from the corporate sector, government 
departments and the general public. Findings from 32 interviews with Australian practising forensic 
professionals suggest that these services are broad and complex. Opinions differ widely on the best 
way forward for this area of the accounting profession. Both work-based skills and personal 
attributes, with a strong emphasis on oral and written communication skills, were identified as 
particularly important by practising forensic professionals together with the wide range of complex 
services offered in Australia are presented in a posited model, providing a unique contribution to 
international forensic accounting literature. Forensic services firms expect university graduates 
acquire strong knowledge based skills such as oral and written communication skills, technology and 
analytical skills, in addition to an accounting qualification, as part of their undergraduate or 
postgraduate degrees. Perceptions were also that graduates require strong interpersonal skills, 
enthusiasm, intelligence and the ability to work independently and although this has been reported in 
the literature previously, findings from this study suggest there is still a deficiency in forensic 
accounting graduate skill sets. Finally, we identify that an Australian-based forensic accounting 
certification would also assist the profession, particularly in relation to continuing education. 
Keywords: forensic accounting, accounting education, work-based skills, interpersonal skills 
INTRODUCTION 
The Australian Institute of Criminology (2012) recently published its findings on the cost of fraud, 
which totalled $8.5 billion, accounting for 40 per cent of the cost of all crime in Australia.  This is 
supported by findings from the recent KPMG Forensics (2010) and the PriceWaterhouseCoopers 
fraud (2011) reports.  The KPMG report indicates that the average value of fraud in Australia was 
$545,983 across 102 cases investigated and PWC emphasised that illegal financial activities continue 
to be a world-wide problem, inclusive of Australia. Public awareness of fraud has increased with 
heavy media coverage of fraud events such as the recent Queensland Health $16 million and ING $50 
million fraud cases – both of which demonstrate the need for proactive and reactive forensic 
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accounting services. The investigation of fraud has become an important role for authorities, many of 
which involve the expertise of forensic accounting firms. However, very little is known about whether 
Australian forensic accounting services are solely focused on fraud, how this area of the accounting 
profession is structured, what qualifications, skills or experience practising Australian forensic 
professionals currently hold, and how Australian Universities providing forensic courses are 
addressing the needs of the industry in terms of graduate skills and knowledge. As Kahan (2006, p. 
32) posits  
“Although forensic accounting is currently on the “hot” list of client services, there are 
plenty of accountants getting involved who shouldn’t be because they don’t understand 
the ins and outs of the niche...Many accountants think it is simply fraud investigation, 
and it’s not. It is really much more than dealing with the numbers. It’s no longer just 
basic fraud work.” 
Accordingly, there is a growing body of research worldwide which suggests a need for identifying 
what forensic accounting services firms do (Kranacher et al., 2008; Candilis, 2009; DiGabriele, 2010; 
Gottschalk, 2011), what skills, knowledge and qualifications they require (Okoye and Akamobi, 2009; 
DiGabriele, 2010; Carpenter et al., 2011) and what graduate attributes are necessary to enter this area 
of the accounting profession (Buckoff and Schrader, 2000; Ramaswamy and Houston, 2007; Heitger 
and Heitger, 2008; McMullen and Sanchez, 2010). Findings from this research suggest that there is a 
broad range of work-based skills and personal attributes required to perform the complex range of 
forensic accounting services offered in Australia, and therefore, forensic accounting services firms 
have an expectation that universities will incorporate these skills when designing and offering forensic 
accounting units and courses.  
In Australia, forensic accounting is a specialist occupation within the accounting profession that 
provides a range of services beyond fraud investigation. Exactly what this area of the profession 
entails is still unclear as demonstrated by the wide range of empirical research which comes under the 
broad term ‘Forensic Accounting’. We argue that there remains some confusion on what constitutes 
the role of a forensic professional.  
Further, financial crimes are often difficult to identify because the perpetrators have concealed their 
activities through a series of complex transactions often involving large volumes of financial 
information making investigations quite complex (Brooks et al., 2005; Kahan, 2006). Therefore, a 
specialist area of the accounting profession that deals with financial crime and its associated 
complexity requires a high level of expertise to analyse complicated financial transactions (Rezaee et 
al., 2004; DiGabriele, 2010). Other issues dealt with by forensic firms often involve accounting, legal, 
tax and financial issues, which all require specialised knowledge and experience (AICPA, 2004).  
However, research so far has failed to clarify what type of legal qualifications and/or training is 
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required for a forensic professional to be considered an ‘expert witness’ (Young, 2008; Okoye and 
Akamobi, 2009; DiGabriele, 2010) or how they are trained to deal with investigations, valuations and 
dispute resolution roles. We believe that gathering insights into the specific services offered by the 
industry in Australia, coupled with details of the expertise (skills and personal attributes) required to 
provide the vast range of services offered, is critical in providing guidance for practitioners and 
academics teaching and researching in the area.  
Another important issue relates to formal certification as it is still unknown if any formal 
qualifications are required to work as a forensic professional in Australia above and beyond 
foundation accounting credentials required for membership of the three key accounting bodies (ICAA, 
CPA, IPA
1
). In comparison, the US, UK and Canada have a number of professional forensic 
accounting bodies offering specialised certifications to those seeking to develop, update or 
demonstrate their skills and knowledge (Huber, 2011). However, in Australia, although forensic 
accountants can chose to apply for certification from an international body, there are no formal 
Australian certifications required or offered to forensic accountants. Therefore, insights emanating 
from this study will inform the university sector and/or other parties (ICAA, CPA, FASIG, ACFE
2
) 
on what is needed to support the industry and therefore provide potential topics that could be later 
developed into Australian forensic accounting certification(s), or at the very least, university courses 
that meet industry needs. This research therefore sought to investigate the following: What is forensic 
accounting and what range of services do forensic professionals provide? What work-based skills, 
knowledge and expertise are necessary to provide the range of services offered? What qualifications 
are deemed as appropriate for training university students wanting to become forensic accounting 
services professionals?  
As many universities are either offering courses in this field, or considering establishing forensic 
specific courses, the absence of Australian-based empirical evidence providing insights into the skills 
needed for forensic employment is paramount. In this study, we used semi-structured interviews to 
investigate the skills required by forensic services professionals.  We found that a broad range of 
work-based skills and personal attributes are required to perform investigative, valuation, expert 
witness and litigation services offered by firms in Australia. Therefore, the results of this research will 
provide key insights into this area of the accounting profession and will assist academics with the 
development of appropriate curriculum. In addition, findings will provide professional accounting 
bodies with suitable and relevant topics should they wish to develop Australian-based forensic 
accounting certification.  
                                                          
1
 ICAA (Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia), CPA (CPA Australia), IPA (Institute of Public 
Accountants). 
2
 ICAA (Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia), FASIG (Forensic Accounting Special Interest Group), ACFE 
(Association of Certified Fraud Examiners), CPA (CPA Australia). 
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The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: drawing on existing literature, we first provide an 
overview of what is known broadly about the complex nature of forensic accounting services. The 
second phase of the literature explores the various roles undertaken by forensic accountants based in 
the US. Examples of current forensic accounting courses offered by Australian universities are also 
identified. We then present empirical evidence on the graduate attributes needed to enter the forensic 
accounting industry. This is followed by a description of the methodology used in this study, our 
findings and finally, the discussion and conclusions. 
THE COMPLEX NATURE OF FORENSIC ACCOUNTING SERVICES 
There are a variety of definitions that attempt to describe the range of forensic services offered within 
accounting profession. Internationally, the ACFE (2011) define it as the use of professional 
accounting skills in matters involving potential or actual civil or criminal litigation (ACFE, 2011).  
Bolgna and Linquist (1995) suggest that forensic accounting is the application of financial skills and 
an investigative mentality to unresolved issues, conducted within the context of the rules of evidence 
of that country. From an Australian perspective, the Accounting Professional and Ethical Standards 
Board (APESB)
3
, working with FASIG and other interested parties, issued APES 215 Forensic 
Accounting Services
4
 - which defines forensic accounting services as meaning “expert witness 
services, lay witness services, consulting expert services and investigation services” (APESB, 2008, p. 
3). Further, the document outlines professional services as requiring “accountancy or related skills 
performed by a member including accounting, auditing, taxation, management consulting and 
financial management services” (APESB, 2008, p. 4).  Commonalities between the various definitions 
reside in the areas of fraud investigation, litigation services, and preparing court-ready evidence, all of 
which require a certain level of education, technology skills and/or expertise. Regardless of the 
preferred definition, it is clear that the field is complex and demands specialised expert knowledge 
(Kahan, 2006). Each of the key forensic accounting service areas that are categorised in APES 215 
and identified in prior research are discussed in the following sections.  
Lay Witness and Investigative Services  
When one considers the rate and cost of financial crime and error in Australia, it is easy to recognise 
why the increase in demand has occurred for forensic and investigative accountancy skills. Most firms 
require a thorough in-depth investigation in certain auditing risk areas (AICPA, 2004) and a primary 
purpose of forensic investigation is the identification, explanation and communication of the 
                                                          
3
 The Accounting Professional and Ethical Standards Board (APESB) was established as an independent body in February 
2006, as an initiative of CPA Australia (CPA) and the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia (ICAA).  CPA, ICAA and 
the Institute of Public Accountants (IPA) are all members of the APESB (APESB, 2011). 
4
 This standard is a mandatory standard for all three professional accounting body (ICAA, CPA, IPA) members providing 
forensic accounting services. 
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information behind economic and reporting events.  The focus here is on white-collar crime, which is 
defined by Gottschalk (2011, p. 25) as 
 “a crime against property for personal or organizational gain by concealing or 
deceiving, which are often committed by persons who are employed by and in a 
legitimate organisation with wealth, higher education and social connection”.  
Due to the nature of white-collar crime, fraudsters are often difficult to detect as events are often not 
uncovered until approximately 18 months to two years after they began (Gottschalk, 2011). Further, 
Bookman (2008) suggests that occupational fraud is only one kind of white-collar crime, which may 
include embezzlement, stealing of commodities, tax evasion and manipulation of records. More 
recently, PriceWaterhouseCoopers (2011) suggest that ‘cybercrime’ will be a major concern for 
organisations over the next five years, which will require a greater level of computer expertise to 
mitigate the risk. Therefore, investigative skills including written and oral communication, 
interviewing techniques, specialised computer skills and the ability to map spurious financial 
transactions will prove critical to those investigating fraud-related matters.  
Consulting Expert Services 
In addition to fraud, accounting firms offer a wide range of services that fall under the broad term of 
‘forensic accounting services’. These include ‘reactive’ services such as dispute resolution and 
litigation advice, through to ‘proactive’ services such as risk analysis advice, information technology 
governance and business analytics (DiGabriele, 2010; Gottschalk, 2011). Many of these services 
involve a range of technology related activities such as eDiscovery, reporting, data mining and 
computer forensics. In addition to these services, Nunn et al. (2006) list dispute advisory, litigation 
support, expert witness engagements and business valuations (in addition to investigating fraud), as 
common services offered. However, we do not know how much time is spent on these services, nor 
has anyone specifically identified exactly what types of services are offered by firms in Australia. Our 
study addresses these gaps in the literature. 
Litigation services include both business litigation and dispute advisory. Inevitably, where disputes 
involving individuals, businesses, governmental and non-governmental bodies arise and where a 
grievance has occurred, a party will have been affected, suffering monetary or non-monetary loss 
(Okoye and Akamobi, 2009). When this situation occurs, a forensic accountant may be required to act 
as an advisor, providing professional assistance to lawyers in the litigation process (Reinstein and 
Lander, 2004). Those involved in litigation perform investigative accounting, auditing, tax 
determinations, provide expert testimony, and/or produce financial valuations in dispute situations. 
However, empirical evidence describing a forensic accountants’ role in litigation from an Australian 
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perspective is very difficult to find, as most empirical research is based in the US or UK (Hanson et 
al., 1995; Heitger and Heitger, 2008). 
The American Institute of Certified Practicing Accountants (AICPA) suggests that due to the complex 
nature of litigation and other services offered, forensic accountants need to use their knowledge, 
skills, abilities, experience, training and education to provide value in their litigation advice and 
support for legal actions to attorneys, judges and juries (AICPA, 2010). In Australia, although 
forensic accountants may be required to provide a complex range of litigation services, there is an 
absence of accounting literature that discusses this or identifies how they are trained for these types of 
roles. Further, US literature suggests that forensic accounting involves complicated accounting, legal, 
tax and financial issues, which will require forensic accountants to have specialised knowledge and 
experience (AICPA, 2010). In providing these services, they may also be required to calculate the loss 
suffered by the parties involved in business disputes and offer their professional opinions and help to 
resolve disputes (Okoye and Akamobi, 2009). 
Expert Witness Services 
Often forensic professionals can resolve litigation problems before any expert trial testimony is 
required. However, they sometimes need to testify as an expert witness if the dispute escalates to a 
court hearing and the judges and juries do not have specialised knowledge to reach the conclusion 
without their testimony (Okoye and Akamobi, 2009). The privilege was granted for forensic 
accountants to testify their conclusions based on their knowledge and experience and is governed in 
Australia by a number of regulatory documents that vary from state to state. APES 215 addresses the 
legal and ethical obligations of forensic accounting expert witnesses, providing clear guidelines on 
rules of engagement (APESB, 2008). It is evident that expert witnesses have a public responsibility to 
act ethically, protect the public’s interests, and, as they can positively or negatively influence a case 
depending on their level of expertise, they need to be held responsible (Reinstein and Lander, 2004). 
They are a very influential force in court trials as they render opinions or conclusions based on the 
evidence and other information they (and/or their team) have compiled. Therefore, given the 
importance of their role, should forensic accountants who offer expert witness services to the courts 
require specialised training or formal certification? The next section briefly discusses the issue of 
certification, using the certification promoted by the AICPA and ACFE in the United States of 
America (US) as an example. 
Certification of Forensic Accountants: A US Example 
In the US, there is no government-issued licence required to enter the field of forensic accounting. 
However, certifications related to forensic accounting and fraud investigation are issued by several 
professional associations. Two of the major bodies in the US offering professional designation 
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certification are: the ACFE Certified Fraud Examiners (CFE); and, the AICPA Certified in Financial 
Forensics (CFF). In addition, there are a number of other bodies offering certification such as the 
Certified Forensic Financial Analyst (CFFA) offered by the National Association of Certified 
Valuation Analysts (NACVA). However, focusing only on the two major US certification players, the 
ACFE is the professional body that governs fraud investigators and examiners. In contrast, the 
Certification of Financial Forensics (CFF) is relatively new (established in 2008), is governed by the 
AICPA and based on the body’s recognition that forensic accounting services require specialised 
knowledge and investigative skills, the ability to collect, analyse and evaluate evidential matter and 
the ability to interpret and communicate findings to courts, boardrooms and other legal venues 
(Durkin and Ueltzen, 2009). In recognising the broad range of services offered by forensic 
accountants, it is clear that the traditional accountant’s role requires a wider breadth of skills than ever 
before. Figure 1 provides an example of the forensic accounting services offered in the US, coupled 
with an outline of the knowledge base and formal certification required for the Certified Financial 
Forensic (CFF) credentials in the US forensic accounting industry. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Focus of the CFF (Certified in Financial Forensics) 
Source: Adapted from ‘Characteristics and Skills of the Forensic Accountant’ (Davis et al., 2010) 
 
Figure 1 identifies the various specialisations and other analytical, investigative and communication 
skills required of a forensic accountant (Davis et al., 2010). We do not suggest that individual forensic 
professionals provide each and every type of service identified in the literature, but the role of 
accountants has certainly broadened over the last 15-20 years to include some or many of these types 
of forensic services. In this study, we explore the relevance of this model to Australian forensic 
accounting, comparing the qualifications, knowledge-base, skills and certifications of accountants in 
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the US with the perceptions, experiences, knowledge-base and attributes of Australian practitioners. 
Currently, Australian forensic professionals are able to apply for international accreditation from 
bodies such as the AICPA, ACFE, the Institute of Certified Forensic Accountants (ICFA) based out of 
Canada offering the Certified Forensic Accountant (CrFA) accreditation. However, as there is no 
formal Australian-based forensics certification body
5
 this study will provide valuable insights into the 
skills, knowledge and attributes that are needed should Australian professional bodies seek to develop 
their own certification. 
In summary, largely US based literature has identified a broad range of skills required to perform the 
various services offered within their country, and demonstrates that the profession draws strongly 
from the discipline of accounting, law and information technology (IT). In addition, forensic 
accounting firms currently provide professional training or employ legally educated professionals to 
lead investigations, and IT educated professionals to lead computer forensic teams. As it is unclear 
exactly what skills are required to perform the broad variety of forensic accounting work in Australia 
(above and beyond traditional accounting skills and knowledge), and no formal Australian-based 
certification currently offered to forensic accounting professionals, this study seeks to provide insights 
into exactly what is required. The following section briefly discusses the second important aspect of 
this study - forensic accounting curriculum and education. 
FORENSIC ACCOUNTING SERVICES: SKILLS, ATTRIBUTES and EDUCATION 
For the past 25 years, university accounting disciplines around the world have been revising their 
forensic accounting education and its curriculum to include courses in fraud/forensic accounting, yet 
an initial review of these courses indicates there are divergent approaches to their development (Smith 
and Crumbley, 2009). In Australia, there are very few dedicated forensic accounting degrees - with 
the notable exceptions of the University of Wollongong, Melbourne University, Monash University 
and more recently, Queensland University of Technology (post graduate degrees) - but many 
universities do offer single units, and minors or majors to post graduate and undergraduate business 
and accounting students. The content of the degrees and forensic accounting units on offer vary from 
one university to another, indicating two potential issues: one, that there is still a level of uncertainty 
on what universities should be offering in support of the industry; and two, universities may be 
restricted by university-wide policy not to create new units. Since the training required to perform an 
investigative or forensic engagement is not typically part of the current accounting curriculum, it is 
assumed that specific education in investigative techniques and communication skills is required to 
prepare for a career in this area (Meier et al., 2010). 
                                                          
5
 Forensic accountants in Australia who are members of the three accounting bodies (ICAA, CPA, IPA) must 
meet the membership requirements of these bodies and conduct forensic work in accordance with the bodies 
ethical requirements and applicable APES forensic accounting standards. 
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Work-based Skills and Personal Attributes 
Several studies have been published internationally that have examined both the work-based skills and 
personality traits that are required in order to be successful in the area of accounting, auditing and 
forensic accounting.  Research on graduate attributes comprising both work-based skills and personal 
attributes has been the topic of prior literature for two decades since the first report into accounting 
education in Australia which urged universities to embed communication and other behavioural skills 
into the accounting curriculum (Mathews et al., 1990). Hancock et al. (2010) identified that 
communication and presentation, teamwork and good interpersonal skills, self-management, initiative 
and enterprise, problem-solving, technological competence, and planning and organising skills were 
the most commonly referred to non-technical skills by stakeholders.  This is supported by the findings 
of Tempone et al. (2012) who identified that in relation to accounting graduates, communication, 
team work and self-management were the most critical skills for graduates in terms of entering the 
profession, undertaking training and succeeding in ongoing employment.  Beginning with work-based 
skills, and in addition to an accounting qualification, DiGabriele (2008) identified the most important 
skills for forensic accountants as: deductive analysis, critical thinking, unstructured problem solving, 
investigative flexibility, analytical proficiency, and oral and written communications. More recently, 
Bawaneh (2011) suggests that skills in thinking and writing, an ability to use online database tools, 
collect evidence, analyse results and communicate the results will enable accountants to cope with the 
changing services offered by forensic accounting firms. Given this information, it is apparent that any 
course development in the area of forensics or fraud examination should be designed around 
enhancing these skills.  
As well as work-based skills, certain personality attributes have also been documented as being 
important for forensic accounting service professionals.  These attributes may include inquisitiveness, 
open-mindedness, thoroughness, patience and perseverance (Wallace, 1984). Rezaee et al. (1992) 
state that curiosity, persistence, creativity, common business sense, and communications skills are 
personality traits that will help in the development of those skills to be a successful forensic 
accountant. Other personal attributes identified in prior studies associated with accounting graduate 
skills include interpersonal skills, awareness of ethics, problem solving, decision making, teamwork, 
continuous learning, self-motivation, and flexibility (Usoff and Feldmann, 1998; Weil et al., 2001; 
Kavanagh and Drennan, 2008; Uyar and Gungormus, 2011). As Uyar and Gungormus (2011),  
Tempone et al. (2012) and Jones (2010) suggest, both professional work-based skills and personal 
attributes were useful to accounting graduate employability, highlighting interpersonal 
communication skills, team work, honesty, oral communication skills and self-motivation as playing a 
significant role on the success of auditing and forensic-type roles.  Jones (2010) highlighted that 
generic attributes for accounting graduates are profoundly influenced by the needs of the accounting 
profession and employers.  Thus the work-based skills and personal attributes of forensic accountants 
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will be very dependent on what is required by forensic employers. As one of the aims of our study is 
to determine what forensic accounting employers seek in terms of graduate skills, the findings of this 
study will provide contextual knowledge to advance current literature on accounting generic 
attributes. As Bawenah (2011) surmises, the professional accountant must possess not only the ability 
to think critically, which includes the ability to understand a variety of contexts and circumstances, 
but also to apply and adapt various accounting concepts and principles to these circumstances. 
However, as demonstrated, although there are US and other international studies highlighting forensic 
accounting skills and attributes, in Australia, no such research has specifically identified what forensic 
accounting firms expect from our university graduates, and this study seeks to provide this 
information. 
Education 
Holding a university qualification specifically in forensic accounting, plus formal professional 
certification, is not a common practice or formally required in Australia (Chen and Van Akkeren, 
2012). However, perhaps universities will increasingly add units to their curriculum due to increased 
demand from industry and from those wishing to enter the field. If so, it is therefore important to 
determine how new units and/or degree programmes can be integrated into traditional accounting 
courses (DiGabriele, 2010), as all major stakeholders (academic institutions, students and the forensic 
accounting firms) are set to benefit if development is approached using a consultative process with 
industry involvement (Buckoff and Schrader, 2000). 
“Academic institutions gain benefits from providing contemporary relevant courses to 
persons who are interested in the forensic accounting arena; students benefit from 
acquiring necessary fundamental forensic accounting knowledge from curriculum and 
being well prepared for a promising career pathway; and employers benefit because 
they recruit employees who have acquired a level of knowledge needed for forensic 
accounting work” (Buckoff and Schrader, 2000, p. 144).  
At the time of writing this paper, in addition to the full degree programmes on offer, various 
Australian universities offer undergraduate majors and/or minors in forensic accounting, or offer 
between one and three units directly related to forensic accounting at both the undergraduate and/or 
postgraduate levels. It is not known however, if any of these university units and/or courses are 
providing industry with the desired knowledge, skills and capabilities they seek. Therefore, this study 
aims to identify the desired graduate capabilities required by forensic accounting firms from 
university graduates. The AICPA model (Figure 1) of certification (CFF) builds on university 
education and fundamental accounting skills and knowledge as it relates to the services offered in the 
US. In comparison, Australian accountants can be certified by any of the three accounting 
professional bodies (ICAA, CPA, IPA), who mandate an ethical code of conduct, various guidelines, 
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expectations and policy for their members, ensuring public interests are protected. However, there is 
no control of entry, nor ethical code of conduct and/or certification specifically for forensic 
accountants who are not a member of one of these three bodies.  Further, in Australia, formal forensic 
accounting certification and control of entry is not a requirement in order to provide forensic 
accounting services. Therefore, within the Australian context, how is the forensic accounting 
profession currently structured?  What range of services is offered by Australian forensic accounting 
services firms? What skills, experience and attributes are important, and what does the forensic 
accounting services area of the accounting profession require from university graduates? This study 
specifically addresses these research questions. The next section describes the methodological 
approach used in the research study to gain insights into the forensic accounting industry in Australia. 
METHODOLOGY 
The aim of the study was to identify the latest trends in forensic accounting services work in 
Australia. More specifically, the study aimed to examine how accounting firms that specialise in 
forensic accounting services meet the needs of their clients.  The study identified the skills required by 
forensic professionals, and aimed to inform universities on the appropriate curricula to ensure the 
knowledge and skills of future graduates meet industry expectations. 
RQ1: What is the role of a forensic accounting services professional, and what 
types of services do Australian forensic accounting s firms provide? 
RQ2: What are the skills and expertise required by practising forensic 
professionals in order to provide forensic accounting services?  
RQ3: What is the desired knowledge, skills and qualifications expected from 
university accounting graduates for entry to the forensic accounting industry? 
It was considered that findings relating to these three related questions would reveal the current ‘state 
of play’ of the forensic accounting industry in Australia, which would assist in determining current 
trends in the field and enable future forecasting. Further, the third question (RQ3) of the study sought 
to report on the knowledge, and skills expected from university accounting graduates by the industry.  
We suggest that findings related to this question will inform the university sector on the needs of 
forensic firms in the broad field of forensics, informing curriculum design and development at the 
undergraduate and post-graduate levels.  
The methodological approach taken in this study was exploratory, and qualitative semi-structured 
interviews were the primary data collection instrument used. This enabled deep investigation into the 
current state of forensic accounting throughout Australia.  While the unit of analysis was mainly 
focused at the individual practitioner level, the size of the firms that interview respondents belonged 
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to, and their job roles, was also considered. Therefore the study encompassed three levels of analysis: 
firm, individual, and role. 
The study commenced with three pilot study semi-structured interviews from three separate firms to 
ensure the interview protocol addressed all the relevant requirements of the study. After the pilot 
testing, the interview questions were modified to capture additional information raised for the 
remainder of the interviews. The interview protocol was broken up into six  sections (example 
questions enclosed in brackets): Forensic Accounting Services Work Undertaken (1-4), Knowledge 
and Skills Needed for Forensic Accounting Services Work (5-6), Certification of Forensic 
Accountants (7), Use of Technology and Social Networking  in Forensic Investigation (8-10), Desired 
Graduate Attributes (11-12), and, Codes of Ethics in Forensic Accounting (13-14) 
Example interview questions that addressed the three research questions included: 
1. Approximately what percentage of your time commitment is dedicated to forensic and/or 
business intelligence work? 
2. Do you feel that demand for this type of work has increased? If so, what percentage increase 
would you estimate for this type of work over the past five years? 
3. Can you please give some examples of the types of ‘cases’ you may be required to 
investigate? 
4. Do you feel the incidence of corporate fraud, dishonesty, etc has increased over the past five 
years? If so, why do you think this has occurred? 
5. What are the five most important skills needed for forensic accounting services work? 
6. What personal attributes do you think forensic accounting services professionals need to 
succeed in the industry? 
7. Do you think accountants or others undertaking forensic work should be formally certified by 
an organisation such as CPA or ICAA? Why? Why not? 
8. Do you use or search social networking sites such as Twitter, LinkedIn and Facebook to 
investigate an individual or organisations? 
9. Is so, what type of software have you used to investigate these sites? 
10. What software do you use to forensically examine unstructured data? 
11. If employing university graduates, what forensic knowledge and skills would you require they 
had? 
12. Related to university graduates again, what software would be most useful if they wished to 
pursue a career in forensics? 
13. Does your firm have an ethical code of conduct to direct forensic accountants? If so, can you 
provide the details? If not, is there another ethical code of conduct you adhere to? 
14. Are you certified by any of the international forensic accounting associations? How useful is 
international certification to Australian practising forensic accountants? 
In order to conduct the interview process, a database of the population of accounting firms 
undertaking forensic services in Australia and the contacts within each firm was constructed based on 
information gathered from FASIG, ICAA and industry contacts.  The database consisted of 15 firms 
including four large firms, three medium tier and eight small firms. Interviews were conducted with a 
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sample of 10 firms (67% of population) across a range of states (Queensland, New South Wales, 
Victoria and Tasmania) within Australia.  Firms were selected for participation in the study using a 
stratified purposive sampling approach (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002). The purposive 
sample of firms and interview participants are presented in Table 1. 
 
Table 1: Sampling Matrix for Forensic Accounting Investigation 
 
 
The approach aimed to ensure maximum variation between the sample forensic accounting firm cases 
using the stratifying characteristics of firm size and types of services offered.  We randomly selected 
at least one firm from each cell to invite to participate in the study to ensure that a diverse set of firms 
based on their size and on different roles involved in forensic accounting, were represented. Once 
consent from each accounting firm was received, potential participants were invited to be a part of the 
study, and where agreed, signed consent was arranged. These included knowledgeable participants 
from each firm representing the areas of forensic accounting, computer forensics and investigation 
accounting to ensure we captured the broad range of roles, skills and services offered by Australian 
firms. In particular, we were seeking participants across different sized firms that were undertaking a 
diverse range of roles, in order to increase the richness and breadth of each case (Eisenhardt and 
Graebner, 2007).  Thus interview participants were invited from three groups, namely forensic 
accounting, investigative accounting and computer forensics (Eisenhardt, 1989).  Table 1 displays the 
categories of interview participants in a matrix format, under the heading the ‘type of service offered’ 
cross referenced with the size of the firm 6. 
  
                                                          
6
 Participants in the study were partners, directors or managers who worked in a forensic accounting firm or a forensic 
division of an accounting firm
 
and due to their senior level were deemed to be knowledgeable
 
participants.
 
Type of Service  
Offered 
Large  
Firms  
 
Large Firm  
Participants 
Medium   
Firms 
Medium Firm  
Participants 
Small  
Firms 
Small Firm  
Participants 
Total  
Firms 
Total  
Particpants 
Forensic  
Accounting 2 7 2 4 4 9 8 20 
Investigative  
Accounting 2 3 1 1 2 3 5 7 
Computer  
Forensics 2 2 2 1 1 2 5 5 
Overall Firm  
Participation 
Large Medium Small Total 
4 2 4 10 
SAMPLING MATRIX FOR FORENSIC ACCOUNTING INVESTIGATION 
Size of Accounting Firm 
 12  
Overall  
Particpants 6  14  32 
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Data collection and analysis 
A total of 32 interviews representing on average three participants from each firm within each firm 
type (large, medium, small) were conducted over a two month period. At the beginning of each 
interview, participants were informed of the research questions and purpose of the study. The majority 
of interviews were face-to-face, however where it was not possible to achieve a face to face interview 
due to scheduling conflicts, interviews were conducted over the telephone.  These interviews were 
conducted in the exact same manner as the face to face interviews and in most cases involved two 
researchers conducting the interview by speaker phone.  Telephone interviews were used in 14 of the 
32 interviews as a result.  Interviews lasted between 45 minutes and one hour and were recorded with 
the consent of participants, and then transcribed. The completed interview transcripts were returned to 
each participant for an accuracy check and to allow participants to remove any potentially sensitive 
information.  Approved transcripts were then analysed using QSR NVivo 9.  Using a thematic 
template approach (King, 1994), top level domain tree nodes were selectively coded (Strauss and 
Cobin, 1990) guided by themes associated with the three key questions of the study. This enabled 
analysis of the collective services offered by forensic accounting firms, and the identification of key 
information required to address the three research questions for the study. 
FINDINGS 
This section presents an overview of the Australian forensic accounting industry, informed by the 
findings resulting from semi-structured interviews with the industry participants. The findings are 
presented in relation to the three research questions, starting with the role of forensic accountants and 
the types of services they provide, the work-based and personal skills required, and finally, the 
desirable attributes sought from university graduates seeking to enter the field.   
Role and Services Offered (RQ1) 
Responses to the first research question identified how Australian forensic accountants working in the 
industry defined their roles, and describe the types of services they perform within these roles. 
Understanding the nature of the role of the forensic accountant was considered important due to the 
wide variety of tasks and services reflected in the literature that appear to involve skills and expertise 
beyond traditional accounting.  This understanding also informs the development of adequate 
university forensic accounting programmes. As indicated in the literature, there are many facets to the 
role of a forensic accountant (Kahan, 2006; Davis et al., 2010; DiGabriele, 2010), and this was 
confirmed by many of the participant responses. The work undertaken by a ‘forensic accountant’ was 
appropriately summarised by one participant as  a “very broad church” where “You can get two 
people both of whom are forensic accountants and they would never do the same work” (Partner, 
Forensic Accounting). 
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In relation to the key services provided, Chart 1 shows that nearly all respondents identified that their 
firms provided fraud investigation (97%) and expert witness services (94%). A large percentage also 
identified Commercial Litigation and Dispute Advisory (91%), Valuation and Damages Assessment 
(84%) and Technology services (81%), Forensic Advisory services (75%) and Corporate Misconduct 
and Investigations (66%) as key service offerings. These finding confirm the broad legal (criminal and 
civil) and regulatory context within which technical accounting expertise is exercised. One respondent 
categorised the work into five main areas, but we found services were much broader than this as 
presented in Chart 1.  
I suppose it can be split into a number of areas.  There’s dispute advisory work, there’s 
investigations, there’s [fraud] [risk] management, forensic technology, data analytics, 
probably covers it off. (Partner, Forensic Accounting) 
Chart 1: Services Offered by Forensic Accounting Firms 
 
Firm Size 
When considering forensic services offered in relation to firm size (Table 2), the range of services 
differed slightly. Table 2 indicates that fraud investigation and financial crime and technology 
services were undertaken by all of the large sized firms represented, with the next most prevalent 
being forensic advisory/fraud risk management services.  Fraud investigation and financial crime, 
expert witness work, and commercial litigation and dispute advisory services were undertaken by all 
of the medium sized firms represented.  Similarly, all small firms in this study undertook expert 
witness and valuation damages assessment work, as well as fraud and commercial litigation/dispute 
0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90
100
Forensic Work Undertaken 
16  
 
advisory. While these findings reflect slight variations in the services offered, Table 2 highlights the 
services clustering around the top six rows.  
Table 2 Forensic Services by Firm Size 
Type of Forensic Service Size of Participant Firm Total 
Participants Large (4) Medium (2) Small (4) 
Fraud investigations and Financial Crime 12 6 13 31 
Expert Witness Work  10 6 14 30 
Commercial Litigation/Dispute Advisory 10 6 13 29 
Valuations/damages assessment 8 5 14 27 
Technology Services 12 2 12 26 
Forensic advisory/ Fraud Risk Management  11 4 9 24 
Corporate Misconduct/Investigations 9 4 8 21 
Business Analytics 8 2 6 16 
Regulatory Investigations 4 2 2 8 
Criminal matters  2 1 3 6 
Family Law/Business Evaluations 1 4 1 6 
Contract Assessment  2 1 1 4 
Business Intelligence/Due Diligence Reporting  3 1 0 4 
Personal Injury Insurance 0 3 0 3 
 
Within the range of collective services offered by forensic accounting firms, approximately one third 
of these services focus on fraud, in comparison with the other types of services described in Chart 1. 
These findings, depicted in Chart 2, indicate that while fraud features within the work undertaken by 
the majority of forensic accounting organisations, a larger percentage of time is devoted to other types 
of services. This overcomes the general perception that firms deal solely in fraud related cases, and 
reinforces the need for a much broader curriculum at the university level
7
 to encompass this range of 
services.  One respondent provided details on the depth of litigation work associated with the role of 
forensic accountant: 
“It seems to be a little bit of a misnomer that people may think that forensics is all about 
fraud. …the range of work is about…disputes between individuals over agreements 
they've had, contract agreements; agreements between people in business; agreements 
between people who have bought businesses or sold businesses and didn't get what they 
want. So all the misrepresentation cases that flow from what was the old Trade Practices 
Act, trade practice legislation now the consumer legislation. All the tortuous claims that 
result are from common law claims, duty of care and fiduciary claims. There are also 
professional negligence claims, for instance we do a lot of financial advisory claims for 
                                                          
7 The broadening of the accounting curriculum is occurring in recent work on the Australian threshold learning outcomes in 
accounting education (Australian Qualifications Framework Council, 2011).  
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people given bad financial advice, bad accounting advice, bad tax advice, bad 
professional advice generally and the financial consequences that flow from that advice.  
So that’s the professional negligence work.  Also…divorce cases in dealing with 
determining the property that's subject to a distribution upon dissolution of a marriage to 
the parties in the marriage.” (Director, Forensic Accounting) 
Chart 2: Percentage of fraud workload compared with other services 
 
 
Participants often distinguished their role by breaking their role into time spent on ‘fraud’ and time 
spent on ‘other (non-fraud)’, for example one participant indicated: 
“So there's about 70 per cent of my time is on what I call forensics, and there's about 30 
per cent … on fraud.” (Partner, Forensic Accounting) 
Work Descriptions 
 
The descriptions used to classify forensic accounting work varied across the 32 respondents 
interviewed for the study, as indicated in Table 3. For example, 53% identified the work they 
undertook as forensic accounting, while 19% described their work as investigative accounting and/or 
computer forensic work. There were also those that managed all three roles in their day to day 
activities (9%), however, this was not common.  
  
Fraud, 34% 
Other (non-
fraud), 66% 
Percentage of Fraud Workload (All) 
Fraud
Other (non-fraud)
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Table 3: Types of work undertaken by participants 
Role of Participant Percentage 
Forensic Accounting8 53% 
Investigative Accounting9 19% 
Computer Forensics10 19% 
All three roles 9% 
 
“In our office, we've split it; forensics is going through a bit of…restructuring. All the 
valuation and the commercial litigation stuff is done by one group, and we've got an 
investigations group. They sit within the risk management group…then we pull people out 
of the audit division because auditors are very good at following trials, once you tell them 
which one to follow.” (Manager/Principal, Forensic Accounting) 
“We do civil litigation and expert witness work - so expert witness work within the civil 
litigation sphere. We do commercial disputes - they'll be breach of contract, or patent 
infringement, or shareholder disputes, or oppression claims, shareholder oppression 
claims - those sorts of things; and class actions - we're doing a few class actions at the 
moment, some of the larger ones.” (Principal, Forensic Accounting) 
Skills and Expertise (RQ2) 
Responses to the second research question identified that the skills and expertise required to provide 
forensic accounting services were multiple and varied; however, they can be grouped into two distinct 
categories of work-based skills and personal attributes. Although these two categories are inexplicably 
linked, making this distinction is relevant for the development of university courses.  
Work-Based Skills 
The first category, work-based expertise, were identified by participants as those skills developed 
within the forensic accounting firm  through work experience and training and may extend skills 
developed  in educational settings prior to entering the forensics services profession.  These skills 
represented what participants considered were essential to undertake the many and varied complex 
tasks associated with the field of forensic accounting.   
  
                                                          
8 Forensic Accounting refers to professionals who undertake accounting investigations and analyses that form the basis for 
dispute resolution and or court proceedings.  These professionals will usually have formal accounting qualifications. 
9 Investigative Accounting refers to professionals who investigate fraud and other misconduct which may form part of court 
proceedings.  These professionals may or may not have formal accounting qualifications. 
10 Computer Forensics refers to professionals who perform structured investigations of computer and other electronic data 
sources in order to gather evidence suitable for presentation in a court of law.  Most of these professionals will have IT 
qualifications, however some may have accounting qualifications. 
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Chart 3: Forensic skills – Category 1 Work-based Skills 
 
 
As Chart 3 demonstrates, within the first category of work-based skills, 93% of respondents 
considered that oral and written communication skills were the most important. This is not surprising 
when considering the role of a forensic accountant, which relies heavily on the accountant’s ability to 
not only communicate with clients, judges, potential witnesses and others during an investigation, but 
also record their findings in a formal report and/or court brief. The following two quotes clearly 
demonstrate this: 
“The thing that tends to distinguish the better practitioners from the worst - the not so 
good practitioners - is the quality of communication. Because it's essentially a task of 
communicating complex accounting or financial materials to an intelligent lay audience - 
i.e. the judge. So that's a really important skill. When I read reports from other firms - 
with a couple of honourable exceptions - they're usually very, very badly written.” 
(Partner, Forensic Accounting) 
“It might be quite complex calculations or analysis, but you have to be able to 
communicate that in a convincing and succinct way to audiences who aren’t from that 
particular discipline.  So in other words, it could be communicating complex financial 
analysis to people who aren’t accountants: to lawyers, or to judges, or to court rooms.” 
(Partner, Forensic Accounting) 
The second most important work-based skill was critical thinking, or analytical/problem solving. This 
entailed the importance of understanding the methodologies that need to be followed in the course of 
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collecting and preparing evidence so that it is suitable for presenting in a court of law. A number of 
respondents described this as the ability to drill deeply into data, recognising what was important and 
understanding when to stop.  They considered this ability was essential to successfully undertaking 
forensic work on a daily basis. 
“It’s something in the way that people think, and it’s certainly not directly connected to 
the, you know, quality of someone’s intellect or the level of degree they’ve achieved, or 
anything of that type. You know, I’ve had equally well-qualified people, and one person 
can get it and the other person just can’t, you know? It’s just the way they think.” 
(Partner, Forensic Accounting) 
“But I think to actually be a good forensic accountant or investigator you need more the 
critical or analytical thinking, which is the ability to do the deep dives.” (Partner, 
Forensic Accounting) 
Following these, technical accounting skills, attention to detail, auditing/industry experience, 
diagnostic skills, conceptual thinking, technology skills (including IT expertise, an understanding of 
digital devices, and knowledge of specialist software developed in house), knowledge of legal 
processes, interview/investigation skills, as well as financial and commercial skills were further 
identified by respondents as highly desirable competencies for performing forensic accounting 
services. 
Personal attributes 
In response to the second question, participants identified the  key personal attributes they considered 
were needed to perform forensic accounting work successfully. These are presented in Chart 4.  
 
Chart 4: Forensic Skills – Personal Attributes 
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It can be seen that the most desired personal attributes required to successfully undertake forensic 
accounting work include interpersonal skills and having an analytical aptitude.  Other personal skills 
included being inquisitive, intelligent, engaging and resilient. Common sense and having a measured 
and calm disposition, along with being methodical, flexible, collegial, and having integrity, were 
further identified as important personal attributes for performing the job effectively. These were 
identified as particularly useful personal skills when interviewing potential fraudsters during an 
investigation and relate to the finding earlier that oral communication is an important skill for forensic 
accountants. 
“If you had an ideal forensic accountant, they’d be quite engaging. They’d probably be 
almost chameleon-like in their ability to adapt in different situations, really strong 
integrity but not a zealot type of integrity, because it affects your ability to be open-
minded and objective.” (Principal, Investigative Accounting) 
“You have to be curious, diligent, attention to detail - they’re the same things, I 
suppose.” (Director, Forensic Accounting) 
University graduate capabilities (RQ3) 
The third research question was to identify what knowledge, skills and qualifications are expected of 
university accounting graduates by the forensic accounting services industry. The aim was to 
determine what forensic services professionals considered as acceptable ‘job entry’ base knowledge 
from university graduates. Identifying knowledge and required skills will help universities to critically 
analyse and update their existing courses, in order to adequately prepare graduates with the necessary 
skills and knowledge considered essential for entering the forensic accounting profession. Closely 
related to the findings discussed above, the study also revealed that industry is seeking a wide variety 
of skills and knowledge from university graduates that could also be categorised into knowledge-
based and personal competencies.  
Work-based skills 
A number of work-based skills were identified as necessary university graduate capabilities for 
undertaking entry-level forensic accounting services work, presented in Table 4.  
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Table 4: Desired graduate capabilities – Category 1 - Work-based 
Preferred Graduate Attribute Skills 
Knowledge-base Number (N=32) Percentage 
Accounting qualification 28 88% 
Technology skills 27 84% 
Communication  24 75% 
Written reports 16 50% 
Analytical 15 47% 
Interest in forensics 14 44% 
Knowledge of legal processes 13 41% 
Business Knowledge 12 38% 
Teamwork  10 31% 
Financial/numeracy 9 28% 
Programming experience 8 25% 
Attention to detail 6 19% 
Investigations/Interviews 1 3% 
 
From within the first category of work-based skills, an accounting qualification was identified as the 
most critical knowledge-base for forensic accounting work, however, there were a small number of 
participants who felt that a specialised forensic accounting qualification was needed.  
“You’d like them to have some form of accounting knowledge, and to have been exposed 
in the holidays to either some sort of retail trade or business – if I had a grad come to me 
with a Masters of Forensic Accounting as opposed to someone who is just an accountant, 
I would take the Masters.” (Principal, Investigative Accounting) 
This was closely followed by technology skills, communication skills, written reports and analytical 
skills. Knowledge of legal process and general business commercial knowledge were further 
identified as desired by industry. These findings confirm that forensic accounting courses at the 
university level must emphasise strong accounting, computer, communication and legal literacy 
knowledge, in addition to developing problem solving, analytical and investigative expertise.  
Participants in our study again strongly emphasised the importance of communication skills for 
graduates seeking to enter the forensic accounting area of the profession, which further supports the 
earlier finding that forensic accounting professionals need to have strong oral and written 
communication skills.  Two participants stated: 
“I guess only the more obvious soft type of things that, you know – we’ve turned down 
quite a few people in the past simply because they have no ability to talk to anyone or 
communicate. There’s no point in anyone being able to sit in a corner, work out an 
answer, and then being incapable of communicating to the managers and other people 
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around you what you’ve found, and why you think it’s important. So, that is a key skill.” 
(Partner, Forensic Accounting)  
Communication skills are absolutely fundamental. And I don't think any university degree 
is addressing them properly. I'm not talking about English literature. I'm just talking 
about basic grammar; putting a sentence together…[it] is about having the 
communication skills to be able to then explain [an] idea to an intelligent layperson.” 
(Partner, Forensic Accounting) 
Respondents also provided insight into the variety of e-discovery software tools used by computer 
forensics experts which included IPRO, ISYS, Discovery Tracker, Ringtail, Forensic Toolkit, FTK 
Imager, Encase, NetAnalysis, Analyst Notebook, Ink 8, F-Response, Relativity, Nuix, Cellebrite 
Physcial pro, and Clearwell. Therefore, exposing students to these programmes in order to understand  
what they produce, would be invaluable.  It was further stated that graduates are required to be 
proficient in several foundation data analysis tools such as Excel, Word/Powerpoint and preferably a 
database packages such as Access.  These proficiencies ensure graduates are able to analyse data and 
communicate their analyses effectively.   Participants also indicated that graduates with skills in SAS, 
MYOB and Encase were highly desirable candidates for forensic accounting roles.  The summary of 
responses from participants on this issue is presented in Chart 5. 
Chart 5: Preferred Graduate Software Skills 
 
Participants in the study agreed that MS Word, MS Excel and database knowledge were the key skills 
for graduates to have when entering the forensic profession.  One participant indicated: 
“They need to be pretty good at Excel.  Excel really underpins so much of what we do 
because that's our standard spread-sheeting.  Word is obviously important because as I 
say the written word is very important in terms of what we do.  PowerPoint, less so 
because in forensic accounting, you don't present things in PowerPoint pictures. You 
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present them in written reports and the details in the words.  So it's more about - you 
need to be able to do some visual stuff from time to time.  It doesn't mean you need to 
know Visio or any of that type of software.  If you've got a good knowledge of Word and 
Excel, then they're pretty important; PowerPoint to a lesser extent I think.” (Partner, 
Forensic Accounting) 
Another participant added further insight into the need for database knowledge and other data 
analysis software: 
“If they're going into the analytics business, absolutely, so very good database [skills].  It 
doesn't have to be any particular one.  We do most of our stuff in SQL and SAS.  People 
who tend to be good at a database, any database, got quite good at transferring into 
other - because they think that way.  They think logically and rationally, and they can 
structure scripts and things.  They tend to quickly pick up other types of software; that 
sort of relationship-type database and rational. Even if you're good at Access, you can 
quickly work out how to use SQL.” (Partner, Investigative Accounting) 
Personal attributes 
Respondents identified a wide variety of personal attributes that they feel are necessary university 
graduate capabilities for undertaking entry-level forensic accounting work, presented in Table 4.  
Chart 6: Desired graduate capabilities – Category 2 - Personal 
 
The most desirable personal attributes required in graduates by industry were strong interpersonal 
skills (for team work and interviewing technique), enthusiasm, intelligence and the ability to work 
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independently. Again, there is a strong link between ‘interpersonal skills’ and the ability of a forensic 
accounting graduate to be able to communicate effectively – a skill that is identified as very important 
for interviewing people during an investigation. 
“Look I think being personable and being able to talk to clients as human beings and 
being able to recognise how to talk to a particular client. I've noticed in our industry, 
because there's a lot of technical people, a lot of little accountants with big glasses on, 
they tend to have a style for the client and they won't shift from that style…I think being 
able to adapt to different types of clients as well.” (Manager, Computer Forensics) 
“You need probably an attitude that they’re here to learn.  They’re not just walking out of 
university as I’m here to be paid and I want all this stuff and I want the corner office and 
I’m here already, I’ve made it.” (Partner, Forensic Accounting) 
Self-confidence, flexibility, resilience and ambition were also identified as desirable personal 
attributes sought in university graduates, as indicated in Chart 6. 
“Good communication, hardworking, able to work independently, confident.  By that I 
mean, in forensics, it's important to have an opinion about something and not just go with 
- we always say, don't be a palm tree, don't sway with the breeze...Being able to have an 
opinion and confident that what you're doing is the correct way and being able to argue 
why you were right.” (Director, Computer Forensics) 
These findings further highlight to educators the importance of developing the ‘softer’ collaborative 
service skills in graduate students, in addition to work-based expertise, in order to satisfy the 
‘performance’ demands of the job. 
“You’re looking for someone who’s a problem solver.  Attention to detail and a lateral 
thinker.  You don’t want someone who’s…blinkered in their views.  The variety of work 
you’ve got, the issues may change quite regularly.” (Partner, Investigative Accounting) 
“Certainly here, we want enthusiasm, energy, team work, collaboration.  It’s great that 
they’ve got ambitions so long as it’s not – I’d rather them be a good team player.” 
(Partner, Investigative Accounting) 
“The investigation side in particular where you're interviewing people and examining 
people, dealing with issues that may be very sensitive, you need to have quite good 
interpersonal skills to be able to manage that in an effective way.” (Partner, Forensic 
Accounting) 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
This study has investigated the role of forensic accounting in Australia, the services provided, the 
skills and expertise required to successfully perform those services, and the qualifications, skills and 
personal attributes of university students wishing to enter forensic accounting. 
The findings ascertained that forensic accounting is a broad title that encompasses a variety of fields 
of expertise, including accounting, business law and information technology. This aligns with the 
extant literature that recognises that the role of a forensic accountant is interdisciplinary and complex, 
and involves far more than fraud investigation, therefore requiring a broad range of work-based skills 
and personal attributes (Kahan, 2006; Durkin and Ueltzen, 2009; Davis et al., 2010; DiGabriele, 2010;  
Gottschalk, 2011). Providing forensic services in Australia, therefore, requires teams of individual 
specialists that work together to achieve a common objective resulting in a complex hybrid of 
informed practices and services that constitute the business of ‘forensic accounting’.  Therefore, the 
professional services falling under the title of forensic accounting are diverse and complex, requiring 
different types of expertise, educational qualifications and industry experience. This is supported by 
Chen and Van Akkeren (2012) who found that expertise held by Australian forensic accountants 
varies from firm to firm and from individual to individual depending on the services offered. As 
McMullen and Sanchez (2010) posit, the diversity and complexity adds to the difficulty of identifying 
and/or defining exactly what a forensic accountant is or does.  
 
Of great importance is the emphasis participants placed on the need for forensic accountants to 
communicate effectively (both written and oral). Communication skills were mentioned throughout 
participant responses in regard to both professional and graduate skills and attributes, identifying a 
level of frustration at the lack of skills in this area, and emphasising the need for universities to 
address this in their curriculum design. This study has therefore provided an important contribution by 
clarifying the services an Australian forensic accountant provides, and identifying the broad range of 
work-based knowledge, skills and personal attributes associated with this range of services, and 
importantly, in identifying areas requiring improvement, particularly written and oral communication 
skills. Building on the AICPA forensic accounting model detailed in Figure 1, the following figure 
highlights the Australian view of the forensic services area of the accounting profession.  Figure 2 
below highlights differences [through the use of broken lines, shading and italics] in the range of 
services offered, and both the work-based skills and personal attributes required by practitioners 
operating within the forensic accounting specialisation in Australia. 
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Figure 2: The Australian Forensic Accountant – Services, Skills and Attributes 
Source: Adapted from ‘Characteristics and Skills of the Forensic Accountant’ (Davis et al., 2010) and 
findings from this study. 
 
Figure 2 represents the service and skills views of the three different groups who provide forensic 
accounting services (forensic accountants, investigative accountants and computer forensic 
specialists). Computer forensic specialists are included in Figure 2 as this group of professionals play 
an important role in this emerging area of accounting, as the rapidly changing technological 
environment is demanding continuous updates of technical device knowledge and applications, and 
vigilant awareness of the legal vulnerabilities and ethical sensitivities of accessing, creating, sharing 
and storing digital information. Accounting investigators vary in terms of their core skills and 
qualifications, that is, some are accountants, but the majority have a mixture of policing, law and 
general commerce (management, etc). However, regardless of the particular role undertaken or their 
background, communication skills are identified by participants as a critical skill for those working in 
all fields of forensic services. These issues have important implications for the development of cross-
disciplinary forensic accounting courses at the university level.  
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Participants in this study expressed strong views on what they believed universities should offer in 
their curriculum to meet the needs of forensic accounting firms. In particular, an accounting 
qualification was expressed as a core requirement supporting McMullen and Sanchez (2010), Davis et 
al. (2010) and Ramaswamy and Houston (2007). However, in addition to this core requirement are 
work-based skills that may often fall beyond the realm of traditional accounting curriculum such as 
specific forensic skills.  Examples include communication skills (both oral and written), data mining 
and analysis, and fraud investigation. This study concurs with the extant literature, identifying 
forensic skills required as deductive analysis, critical thinking, problem solving and report writing 
skills, supporting DiGabriele (2008) and Meier et al. (2010), who suggest that the training needed to 
perform forensic accounting work is not typically part of an established accounting curricula. 
However, there was a level of dissatisfaction from many participants with suggestions that greater 
emphasis in the curriculum was needed as they were not seeing graduates presenting with these types 
of skills, particularly communication skills that have been identified in this study as a priority area for 
universities and the forensic services profession in general. Therefore, findings from this study differ 
from previous studies as the need for much greater emphasis on oral and written communication is 
demonstrated, identifying a need for greater focus, education and training both within the profession 
and from universities offering forensic accounting courses. 
Many participants also identified knowledge of legal processes (as they relate to litigation support and 
expert witness work) as an important addition to the forensic accounting curriculum. These findings 
support Reinstein and Lander (2004), Kahan (2006) and Okoye and Akamobi (2009), who posit that 
the level of expertise of the forensic accountant in terms of litigation and expert witness services can 
positively or negatively influence a case. Identified in previous studies as being of paramount 
importance, and confirmed in this research, was the protection of public interests, and as DiGabriele 
(2010) and Reinstein and Lander (2004) suggest, because forensic accountants can be very influential 
in court trials, strengthening their skills and knowledge in litigation will benefit all stakeholders.   
Graduates and Personal Attributes 
Personal attributes such as persistence, scepticism, problem solving, team work and curiosity were 
stated by Carpenter et al. (2011), Uyar and Gungormus (2011), Rezaee et al. (1992) and Davis et al. 
(2010), as desirable forensic accounting attributes. Participants in this study concur with previous 
research identifying similar attributes desirable for working in the forensic accounting services role.   
Findings from this study include: interpersonal/teamwork skills, diligence, intelligence and 
independence as the most desirable attributes sought from university graduates. In particular, 
collaboration, teamwork and interviewing skills were seen as necessary characteristics and ones that 
universities need to address when developing their curriculum, which concurs with Kavanagh and 
Drennan (2008), Usoff and Feldmann (1998) and Uyar and Gungormus (2011). These higher-order 
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personal skills were suggested by many participants as being as important for graduates as analytical, 
accounting and communication skills. However, although extant literature identifies many of these 
attributes (Davis et al., 2010; Carpenter et al., 2011), this study has identified specific personal 
attributes relevant to Australian forensic accounting services offered, in particular, the emphasis 
placed on oral communication skills by the majority of participants. Further, a need for ongoing 
development of personal, as well as work-based skills in our forensic accounting graduates was 
highlighted. As one participant suggests:  
"Certainly here, we want enthusiasm, energy, team work, collaboration.  It's great that 
they've got ambitions so long as it's not - I'd rather them be a good team player."  
(Partner, Investigative Accounting)  
The challenge for universities is where the convergence of work-based skills and personal attributes 
should reside in various units on offer. For example, in developing a unit on the role of the forensic 
accounting expert witness, we suggest that knowledge of legal processes, court proceedings, court 
expectations, court briefs (written communication) and APES 215 are critical work-based skills. 
Equally important, however, are personal attributes such as good oral communication skills, 
interviewing skills, confidence, team work and being measured and calm. This need for intricate 
cross-discipline understanding raises an important question. Should courses seek to integrate 
knowledge expertise and personal skills across all units into one unified programme, or specialise in 
their traditional expert fields in a module styled capacity that can be studied step-by-step at the post 
graduate level? Further, if professional accounting bodies such as the ICAA and CPA offered forensic 
accounting certification(s) with the added requirement of continuing personal development (CPD), 
would this help to overcome the gaps in knowledge and skills identified by participants? Regardless 
of the approach taken in the future, it is worth noting that at present, many participants identified 
strong concerns that graduates entering the professional realm of forensic accounting services still 
lacked important communication skills needed in the profession. 
“Yeah, but it's amazing how many grads come and not just grads [without the required 
skills].  Within our team of 22, there's probably [only] about three or four who can write 
a good report.” (Principal, Forensic Accounting) 
This study has provided important groundwork for understanding the requirements of the forensic 
accountant and the development of future graduate capabilities specifically for forensic accounting. 
However, further research, which is discussed in the conclusion, would assist universities developing 
curriculum in this area. 
 
Conclusion 
30  
 
Academic research identifying the nature and requirements of forensic accounting in Australia is still 
at an explorative stage, and yet it is a rapidly evolving and dynamic field that involves fraud 
investigation, expert witness, litigation and business advisory services, which are increasingly in 
demand from the corporate sector, government departments, and the general public. This study 
presents findings from one of the first exploratory research studies to examine the role of the 
Australian forensic accountant, the services offered by this cross-disciplinary area of accounting, and 
the skills, expertise and experience required to perform those services, specifically from the 
practitioner’s perspective. It further identifies the desired attributes and skills expected from 
university graduates, in order to inform the development of appropriate university courses tailored to 
this unique profession and in particular, highlights the need for well-developed written and oral 
communication skills.  
The findings confirm that forensic accounting firms offer a wide range of fraud and non-fraud related 
investigative services that demand a diverse set of skills, expertise and experience that constitute the 
role of a forensic accountant. These services include fraud investigation, expert witness services, 
commercial litigation and dispute advisory, valuation and damages assessment and technology 
services, forensic advisory services and corporate misconduct and investigations. The results from this 
research confirm the broad legal (criminal and civil) and regulatory context within which technical 
accounting capability is exercised. The skills and expertise required to provide forensic accounting 
services are multiple and varied, and were grouped into two distinct categories - work-based expertise 
developed through job experience, training and/or education, and skills and expertise that were more 
personal in nature such as personality traits. Similarly, skills and attributes required by university 
graduates were also grouped into work-based skills and personal attributes, which highlight to 
educators the importance of developing ‘softer’ collaborative skills in graduate students, in addition to 
work-based expertise, in order to satisfy the ‘performance’ demands of the job. In identifying both 
work-based skills and personal attributes required by Australian forensic accountants, this study has 
contributed valuable empirical evidence that is beneficial to academics, practitioners, professional 
accounting bodies and universities developing forensic accounting curriculum. 
Universities need to understand the broad graduate requirements of the forensic accounting 
profession.  This will ensure that course units incorporate relevant knowledge and skills tailored to the 
wide range of services that forensic accounting firms offer. This includes an increased focus on 
litigation advice, expert witness services, computer forensics, ethics and advanced data mining 
techniques, in addition to the fundamentals of accounting. However, professional forensic accounting 
certification would also help to address the perceived lack of skills identified by participants, ensuring 
that forensic services professionals had access to ongoing training and specific forensic expertise. 
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There were two limitations in the study. Firstly, only 10 Australian based firms were represented by 
the findings. However, the spread of large, medium and small sized firms ensured that a broad range 
of views were captured. Secondly, the findings were based on personal views expressed within 45 to 
90 minute face-to-face or telephone interviews, which were considered brief given the complexity of 
the profession. However, the general views provided were more than adequate to address the 
objectives of the enquiry. Additional field research is required across all facets of the industry, 
including qualitative ethnographic studies at the practitioner level, case study analysis at the firm 
level, and cross country comparisons at the industry level, in order to better understand and support 
what is promising to be an emerging area of accounting in its own right. 
Despite these limitations, this study has provided important elementary groundwork for understanding 
and supporting the future development of the forensic accounting profession in Australia. It has 
identified the complex cross-disciplinary nature of the services provided under the term of forensic 
accounting services, the legal context in which the services are exercised, and the importance of 
discipline knowledge and expertise, as well as high levels of interpersonal skills 
REFERENCES 
Accounting Professional and Ethical Standards Board (APESB) (2008), “APES 215: Forensic 
Accounting Services”, available at: 
http://www.apesb.org.au/attachments/APES%20215%20Standard.pdf (accessed 10 December 
2011). 
American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA) (2004), Forensic and Litigation Services 
Committee and Fraud Task Force: Discussion Memorandum. Forensic Services, Audits, and 
Corporate Governance: Bridging the Gap, AICPA, New York, NY. 
American Institute of Certified Public Accountants AICPA (2010), Characteristics and Skills of 
Forensic Accountants, AICPA, FVS Section, New York, NY. 
Association of Certified Fraud Examiners (ACFE) (2011), “Report to the Nations on Occupational 
Fraud and Abuse”, available at: http://www.securitymanagement.com.au/content/file/Fraudreport-
2010.pdf?asm=53412582634094a30692d739eb1f5b88 (accessed 2 February 2012). 
Australian Institute of Criminology (2012), “Australian crime – facts and figures”, available at:  
http://www.aic.gov.au/publications/current%20series/facts/1-20/2011.aspx (accessed February 
2012). 
Australian Qualifications Framework Council (2011), “The Australian Qualifications Framework”, 
available at:  
32  
 
http://www.aqf.edu.au/Portals/0/Documents/Handbook/AustQuals%20FrmwrkFirstEditionJuly201
1_FINAL.pdf  (accessed 10 September 2012). 
Bewaneh, S.S. (2011), “Forensic accountants in the digital age”, Interdisciplinary Journal of 
Contemporary Research in Business, Vol. 3 No. 3, pp. 75-86. 
Bologna, G.J. and Lindquist, R.J. (1995), Fraud Auditing and Forensic Accounting, (2
nd
 edition), John 
Wiley and Sons, Incl., New York. 
Bookman, Z. (2008), “Convergences and omissions in reporting corporate and white collar crime”, 
DePaul Business and Commercial Law Journal, Vol. 6, pp. 347-392.  
Brooks, R.C., Riley, R.A. and Thomas, J. (2005), “Detecting and preventing the financing of terrorist 
activities: a role for government accountants”, The Journal of Government Financial Management, 
Vol. 54 No. 1, pp. 12-18. 
Buckoff, T.A. and Schrader, R.W. (2000), “The teaching of forensic accounting in the United States”, 
Journal of Forensic Accounting, Vol. 1, pp. 135-146.  
Candilis, P.J. (2009), “The revolution in forensic ethics: narrative, compassion, and a robust 
professionalism”, Psychiatric Clinician North America, Vol. 32, pp. 423-435. 
Carpenter, T.D., Curtschi, C. and Gaynor, L.M. (2011), “The incremental benefits of a forensic 
accounting course on skepticism and fraud- related judgments”, Issues in Accounting Education, 
Vol. 26 No. 1, pp. 1-21.  
Chen, Y. and Van Akkeren, J.K. (2012), “The theory of profession: accountability, qualifications, 
entry and ethics - a preliminary discussion and early findings on the current state of forensic 
accountancy in Australia”, paper presented at the National Forensic Accounting, Teaching and 
Research Symposium, 12-14 February, Wollongong. 
Davis, C., Farrell, R. and Ogilby, S. (2010), Characteristics and Skills of Forensic Accountants, 
AICPA, FVS Section, New York, NY. 
DiGabriele, J.A. (2008), “An empirical investigation of the relevant skills of forensic accountants”, 
Journal of Education for Business, Vol. 83, pp. 331-338. 
DiGabriele, J.A. (2010), “An empirical view of the transparent objectivity of forensic accounting 
expert witnesses”, available at: http://ssrn.com/abstract=1534705 (accessed 20 March 2011). 
Durkin, R. and Ueltzen, M. (2009), “The evolution of the CFF credential”, The Practicing CPA, 
July/August, Vol. 33 No. 6, available at: http://www.aicpa.org/pages/custom404.aspx (accessed on 
22 February 2011). 
33  
 
Eisenhardt, K.M. (1989), “Building theories from case study research”, The Academy of Management 
Review, Vol. 14 No. 4, pp. 532-550. 
Eisenhardt, K.M. and Graebner, M.E. (2007), “Theory building from cases: opportunities and 
challenges”, Academy of Management Journal, Vol. 50 No. 1, pp. 25-32. 
Gottschalk, P. (2011), “Prevention of white-collar crime: the role of accounting”, Journal of Forensic 
and Investigative Accounting, Vol. 3 No. 1, pp. 23-48.  
Hancock, P., Howieson, B., Kavanagh, M., Kent, J., Tempone, I.  and Segal, N. (2010), “Chapter 7 - 
Accounting for the future”, in Evans, E., Burritt, R. and Guthrie, J. (Eds.), Accounting Education 
at a Crossroad in 2010, The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia, Sydney, Australia, 
pp. 54-63. 
Hanson, R.K., Rockness, J.W. and Woodard, R.L. (1995), “Litigation support liability - the Mattco 
decision”, The CPA Journal, Vol. 5 No. 5, pp. 28-31. 
Heitger, L.E. and Heitger, D.L. (2008), “Incorporating forensic accounting and litigation advisory 
services into the classroom”, Issues in Accounting Education, Vol. 23 No. 4, pp. 561-572.  
Jones, A. (2010), “Generic attributes in accounting: the significance of the disciplinary context”, 
Accounting Education: An International Journal, Vol. 19 No. 1-2, pp. 5-21. 
King, N. (1994), “The qualitative research interview”, in Cassell, C. and Simon, G. (Eds.), Qualitative 
Methods in Organisational Research: A Practical Guide, Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA, 
pp. 14-36. 
Kahan, S. (2006), “Sherlock Holmes enters accounting: dramatic increase in fraud brings more CPA 
sleuths into the industry”, Accounting Today, Vol. 20 No. 8, pp. 32-33. 
Kavanagh, J.H. and Drennan, L. (2008), “What skills and attributes does an accounting graduate 
need? Evidence from student perceptions and employer expectations”, Accounting and Finance, 
Vol. 48, pp. 279-300. 
KPMG Forensic (2010), Fraud and Misconduct Survey 2010 (Australia and New Zealand), KPMG, 
Sydney. 
Kranacher, J.J., Morris, B.W., Pearson, T.A. and Riley, R.A. (2008), “A model curriculum for 
education in fraud and forensic accounting”, Issues in Accounting Education, Vol. 23 No. 4, pp. 
505-519. 
Lincoln, Y. and Guba, E. (1985),  Naturalistic Inquiry, Sage, New York. 
34  
 
Mathews, M.R., Jackson, M. and Brown, P. (1990), Accounting for Education: Report of the Review 
of the Accounting Disciplines in Higher Education, Australian Government Publishing, Canberra, 
Australia. 
Meier, H.H., Kamath, R.R. and He, Y. (2010), “Courses on forensic accounting and fraud 
examination in the accounting curriculum”, Journal of Leadership, Accountability and Ethics, Vol. 
8, pp. 25-33. 
McMullen, D. and Sanchez, M. (2010), “A preliminary investigation of the necessary skills, education 
requirements, and training requirements for forensic accountants”, Journal of Forensic and 
Investigative Accounting, Vol. 2 No. 2, pp. 30-48. 
Nunn, L., McGuire, B.L., Whitcomb, C. and Jost, E. (2006), “Forensic accountants: financial 
investigators”, Journal of Business and Economics Research, Vol. 4 No. 2, pp. 1-12. 
Okoye, E.I. and Akamobi, N.L. (2009), “The role of forensic accounting in fraud investigation and 
litigation support”, The Nigerian Academic Forum, Vol. 17 No. 1, pp. 39-44.  
Patton, M.Q. (2002), Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods, Sage Publications, Thousand 
Oaks, CA. 
PriceWaterhouseCoopers (2011), “Cybercrime: Protecting against the global threat, Global Economic 
Crime Survey, November 2011”, available at: www.pwc.com/crimesurvey  (accessed 21 March 
2011). 
Ramaswamy, V. and Houston, T. (2007), “New frontiers: training forensic accountants within the 
accounting program”, Journal of College Teaching and Learning, Vol. 4 No. 9, pp. 31-38. 
Reinstein, A. and Lander, G.H. (2004), “Estimating economic loss in personal injury cases: Certified 
Public Accountant”, The CPA Journal, Vol. 74 No. 1, pp. 52-56.  
Rezaee, Z., Lander, G.H. and Reinstein, A. (1992), “Forensic accounting education: challenges and 
opportunities”, Ohio CPA Journal, Vol. 51 No. 5, pp. 33-37.  
Rezaee, Z., Crumbley, D.L. and Elmore, R.C. (2004), “Forensic accounting education: a survey of 
academicians and practitioners”, working paper, Social Sciences Research Network, available at: 
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=518263 (accessed 3 February 2011). 
Smith, G.S. and Crumbley, L. (2009), “Defining a forensic audit”, Journal of Digital Forensics, 
Security and Law, Vol. 4 No. 1, pp. 61-79. 
Strauss, A. and Corbin, J. (1990), Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded Theory Procedures and 
Techniques, Sage, London. 
35  
 
Tempone, I., Kavanagh, M., Segal, N., Hancock, P., Howieson, B. and Kent, J. (2012), “Desirable 
generic attributes for accounting attributes into the twenty-first century: the views of employers”, 
Accounting Research Journal, Vol. 25 No. 1, pp. 41-55. 
Usoff, C. and Feldmann, D. (1998), “Accounting students’ perceptions of important skills for career 
success”, Journal of Education and Business, Vol. 73, pp. 215-220.  
Uyar, A. and Gungormus, A.H. (2011), “Professional knowledge and skills required for accounting 
majors who intend to become auditors: perceptions of external auditors”, Business and Economics 
Research Journal, Vol. 2 No. 3, pp. 33-49. 
Wallace, W. (1984), “A profile of a researcher”, in Auditor’s Report, American Accounting 
Association, USA. 
Weil, S., Oyelere, P., Yeoh, J. and Firer, C. (2001), “A study of students’ perceptions of the 
usefulness of case studies for the development of finance and accounting-related skills and 
knowledge”, Accounting Education, Vol. 10 No. 2, pp. 123-146. 
Young, G.R. (2008), “Forensic accounting and FAU: an executive graduate program”, Issues in 
Accounting Education, Vol. 23 No. 4, pp. 593-599. 
